The responsible use of the clinical laboratory.
Concern about spiralling health care costs is leading to a reexamination of the use of the clinical laboratory and other diagnostic technologies in patient care. Laboratory resources are viewed as limited and their use must be measured to meet real needs. Several observers have noted significant overutilization and inappropriate utilization of laboratory services by patient care physicians, especially at teaching hospitals. Efforts to modify physician behavior by use of educational programs, positive incentives and similar means have been largely disappointing. Several laboratory-based initiatives aimed at bringing about more responsible use of the laboratory are discussed. Improved education in the judicious use of the laboratory, beginning in medical school and carrying on through the early stages of a physician's career, is considered the most promising long-term approach. This, along with improved communication between the laboratory and the clinic, is the avenue most likely to bring about more responsible use of the clinical laboratory in health care.